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Ian Hurrell 
 
ABSTRACT 
Instructors at the Center for English Discussion Class (EDC) write comments after each class for 
their students to review on a dedicated website. However, motivating students to check the website 
consistently can often be a challenge. This paper investigated how principles of persuasion, 
derived from social psychology research, might be applied to motivate students to check the class 
website after every lesson. Questionnaires and a research journal were used to gain insights into 
the participants’ attitudes towards reading class comments and the effectiveness of the persuasion 
techniques used in the study. It is hoped that the results of this study will provide a useful set of 
considerations that will help EDC instructors to encourage their students to read their class 
comments more regularly. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
After each lesson, instructors at the Center for English Discussion Class (EDC) are required to 
write comments on the class. These are published for their students to read before the next lesson 
on the EDC website. The purpose of these comments is to provide Simple, Meaningful, Actionable, 
and Practical (SMAP) feedback on the various functions and communication skills that the 
students have been practicing in EDC classes (Center for English Discussion Class 2015, p. 159).  
These comments can be an invaluable resource for students to review previous classes and 
improve the development of their discussion skills in subsequent classes. However, getting 
students to read the comments consistently can often be a challenge. Instructors have the ability 
to check the last time their students logged into the website, and it is not uncommon to notice that 
some students go extended periods without doing so. Considering the amount of time and effort 
that EDC instructors put into writing their class comments, noticing that some, or even the majority, 
of students in a class are not reading them can be quite demoralizing.  
 One of the major problems in motivating students to read class comments is that students 
are not required to read them as part of their assessment and, despite the educational benefits of 
reading the comments, students can quite easily fulfil the requirements of course without reading 
them. With the various study, club activity, and social pressures that students face in their daily 
lives, it is quite easy to appreciate, if not condone, why students may have little motivation to 
check their class comments on the EDC website. It is therefore the task of EDC instructors to try 
to persuade students that reading class comments is a worthwhile use of their valuable time. 
 Long established research from the field of social psychology might be useful in helping 
instructors to achieve this aim. This research indicates that attitude change and successful 
persuasion attempts come about from a complex interplay between the message, the communicator, 
and the audience (Hogg & Vaughan, 1998; Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; Karlins & Abelson, 
1970). From this core concept, several principals of persuasion were developed that can be used 
to guide persuasion attempts. If these principles could be applied in an EDC context, instructors 
might be able to encourage students more effectively to check the EDC website and read the class 
comments to their educational benefit. 
To this end, this project investigated two things: firstly, the students’ attitudes towards 
using the EDC website and reading class comments; and secondly, how principles of persuasion, 
derived from social psychology research, might be utilized to encourage students to read the 
comments. It is hoped that the results of this study will provide EDC instructors with a set of 
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useful ideas that they can use to better motivate their students to make the most of their class 
comments.  
 
METHOD 
Participants 
Three classes were involved in this study. Each class was a different level, one Level III class 
(TOEIC scores from 280 to 479), one level 2 class (TOEIC scores from 480 to 679), and one level 
1 class (TOEIC scores of 680 or above). Each class also had a different number of students enrolled, 
one seven student class, one eight student class, and one nine student class. The purpose of this 
was to see if there were any interesting differences between the different levels or the different 
class sizes. However, from the start of the fall semester each class only had seven students in 
attendance, making 21 students in total. Also, after analysis of the data, there were no interesting 
differences between the three different levels. Therefore, data from the three classes will be 
presented together. 
 
Procedure 
There are numerous principles of persuasion that could have been used for this project. However, 
for the purposes of this study, three major principles were implemented that were considered 
would be most effective in encouraging students to read the class comments.   
The first principal was: clearly communicate the benefits of your proposition to the 
audience (Berkowitz, 2014). This was implemented by showing the students a sample of the class 
comments and explaining the benefits of each part of the comments. With the exception of test 
lessons, the same two-part format was used to write the comments utilizing the concepts of SMAP. 
The first part focused on reminding the students about the key benefits of using the new function 
that we covered in the class with examples from the students’ own ideas in the lesson. The second 
part focused on giving meaningful and actionable advice with practical examples of how students 
might integrate the functions and communication skills for a better discussion. See Appendix for 
an example of the comments from Lesson 6. 
The second principal was: minimize the costs of your proposition by making it as easy as 
possible for your audience to do what you ask (Berkowitz, 2014; O'Rourke & Collins, 2008). This 
was also implemented in two ways. Firstly, the multitude of websites that students have to use in 
their various courses can be quite confusing, so I spent time in the first lesson of the semester to 
show students how to access the website by having them actually log in to the website on their 
smartphones and store the web address in their browsers. I also followed this up in the second 
lesson by having them log in again and find exactly where they could read the comments on the 
website. Secondly, I tried to make the comments easy to read by keeping them as short as possible 
(no more than 500 words) and by keeping the language used in the comments as easy to understand 
as possible.  
The third principle was: consistently repeat the message to ensure that it is retained (Hogg 
& Vaughan, 1998). This was implemented by doing a quick verbal check of the core concepts in 
the comments at the start of every class and reiterating the benefits of reading the comments to 
build the students’ discussion skills. At the end of each class, the participants were also clearly 
reminded to read the comments on either the day before or the day of the next class so that they 
would be fresh in their minds. 
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Data Collection 
Questionnaires were the primary method of data collection for this study. Questionnaires were 
distributed at the end of Lessons 5, 9, and 14. Each questionnaire was identical and consisted of 
the following 8 questions: 
  
1. Which device do you use most to read your comments?   
2. How often do you check the website? 
3. What do you do when you check the EDC website?  
4. Is the EDC website easy to use?  
5. Were the comments easy to understand?  
6. Was the length of the comments appropriate?  
7. How useful are the comments to help you to prepare for classes? 
8. What suggestion could you give to make the comments more useful for you? 
 
Questions 1, 2, and 3 gathered data about how the students were using the website to see whether 
this changed over time. Question 4 was added to determine whether there were any difficulties in 
using the website that might have affected the students’ motivation to read the comments. A four-
point scale was used so that the participants had to make a real choice about their feelings toward 
the website (Dörnyei & Taguchi, 2010). A space for an open-ended answer was also added so that 
the participants could elaborate as to why they found the website easy or difficult to use. Questions 
5, 6, and 7 gathered data on the students’ attitudes toward the two-part format of comments. Like 
question 4, questions 5 and 7 used a four-point scale, but this was not appropriate for question 6 
so a three-point scale was used. A space for an open-ended answer was also added to question 7 
for participants to elaborate as to why they found the comments useful or not useful for preparing 
for classes. Finally, Question 8 was an open-ended question designed to gather additional insights 
from the participants that might be useful in interpreting the results collected in other questions.  
In addition to the questionnaires, a research journal was used to record any insightful comments 
that the participants made regarding the comments in class. An action research element was also 
used in the study, where various changes and additions were made to the procedure throughout 
the study based on the questionnaire results or comments made by the participants (Mackey & 
Gass, 2013). These changes and additions will be discussed in the next section of this paper. 
 
RESULTS & INTERPRETATIONS 
In this section, the results from the questionnaire will be presented. As there were only 18 
respondents to the Lesson 14 questionnaire, percentages will also be given to aid interpretation. 
The first 3 questions investigated how the students were using the website and whether the way 
they used the website changed throughout the course. 
 
Table 1. Question 1 - ‘Which device do you use most to read your comments?’   
 
 PC/Laptop Tablet Smartphone Other 
Lesson 5 2 (9.5%) 1 (4.8%) 18 (85.7%) 0 (0%) 
Lesson 9 2 (9.5%) 1 (4.8%) 18 (85.7%) 0 (0%) 
Lesson 14 1 (5.5%) 0 (0%) 17 (94.5%) 0 (0%) 
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From these results, we can see that the vast majority of students were using their smartphone to 
access the website and read their comments. This may be down to the fact that the participants 
used mobile devices to access the website in the first and second lessons and they continued to do 
so, or it may be because this was the most convenient way to access the website. Nevertheless, it 
should be noted that many students use their mobile devices to access the website. 
 
Table 2. Question 2 - ‘How often do you check the website?’ 
 
 Every week Almost every week Sometimes Never 
Lesson 5 10 (47.6%) 4 (19.0%) 7 (33.3%) 0 (0%) 
Lesson 9 8 (38.0%) 8 (38.0%) 5 (23.8%) 0 (0%) 
Lesson 14 8 (44.4%) 2 (11.1%) 8 (44.4%) 0 (0%) 
 
These results show that every participant reported that they checked the website at least sometimes 
with the majority reporting that they checked the website regularly throughout the course. 
However, motivation to check the website fluctuated with 67% of students checking the website 
either every week or almost every week after Lesson 5, increasing to 76% after Lesson 9, but 
falling to 56% after Lesson 14. The possible causes of this finding will be discussed later in this 
section.  
 
Table 3. Question 3 - ‘What do you do when you check the EDC website?’ 
 
 Only grades Only comments Both grades and comments 
Lesson 5 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 21 (100%) 
Lesson 9 0 (0%) 1 (4.8%) 20 (95.2%) 
Lesson 14 0 (0%) 1 (5.6%) 17 (94.4%) 
 
These results show that 100% of the participants checked the comments when they checked the 
website. This indicates that the students were at least aware that the comments were available on 
the website and read the comments when they logged in. 
Questions 4 to 7 investigated the participants’ attitudes toward the EDC website and the two-part 
format of the comments. Answers from the open-ended questions and notes taken in the research 
journal will also be used to help interpret these results. In addition, changes and additions made 
throughout the study will be explained here.  
 
Table 4. Question 4 - ‘Is the EDC website easy to use?’ 
 
 Very easy Easy Difficult Very difficult 
Lesson 5 3 (14.3%) 16 (76.2%) 2 (4.8%) 0 (0%) 
Lesson 9 2 (9.5%) 10 (47.6%) 9 (42.9%) 0 (0%) 
Lesson 14 1 (5.6%) 11 (61.1%) 6 (33.3%) 0 (0%) 
 
Here we can see that the majority of participants found the website either easy or very easy to use 
throughout the course. In the open-ended responses, many participants commented that they found 
the website clear and liked the convenience of being able to check the website quickly and at any 
time on their mobile devices. However, the number of respondents reporting that they found the 
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website difficult to use increased sharply from 5% after Lesson 5 to 43% and 33% after Lessons 
9 and 14 respectively. The responses to the open-ended questions give some interesting insights 
into the possible causes of this sudden increase. In the responses to the first questionnaire, the 
comments about the website were generally positive. However, in the second and third 
questionnaire several participants reported that they found it annoying to type their ID and 
password into the website every time they logged in. They also found it annoying that there were 
multiple websites that they have to log in to for their various courses. Others complained that the 
default font size used to write the comments appears very small when viewed on a smartphone 
and was difficult to read. Some serious bugs with the website were also reported. One bug set the 
comments tab on the website to show semester 1 scores by default, so the student had to click the 
tab for semester 2 to access their comments when they logged in. Several students also complained 
that they couldn’t read the comments in their entirety because they couldn’t scroll the page. In one 
lesson, a student showed me their comments on their smartphone. I noticed there are two ways 
that students can access the comments on the website. If students click a ‘read more’ tab in the 
comments box, they can scroll the comments normally. However, if they click a speech bubble 
next to their grade, a pop-up appears with the first 50 or so words of the comments which cannot 
be scrolled further. As was mentioned in the previous section, a key principal of persuasion is 
minimizing the costs of your proposition by making it as easy as possible for the audience to do 
what you ask (Berkowitz, 2014; O'Rourke & Collins, 2008). These issues seemed to cause the 
students a fair amount of difficulty and annoyance and may account for the rise in participants 
reporting that they found the website difficult to use. More worryingly, they could also be 
connected to the drop in participants checking the website regularly as reported in the Lesson 14 
questionnaire. 
 
Table 5. Question 5 - ‘Were the comments easy to understand?’ 
 
 Very easy Easy Difficult Very difficult 
Lesson 5 2 (9.5%) 19 (90.5%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
Lesson 9 9 (42.9%) 12 (57.1%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
Lesson 14 7 (38.8%) 11 (61.1%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
 
Table 6. Question 6 - ‘Was the length of the comment appropriate?’ 
 
 Too long Good length Too short 
Lesson 5 0 (0%) 21 (100%) 0 (0%) 
Lesson 9 0 (0%) 21 (100%) 0 (0%) 
Lesson 14 0 (0%) 18 (100%) 0 (0%) 
 
The results of questions 5 and 6 show that, throughout the course, 100% of the participants found 
the short and simple two-part format either very easy or easy to understand and of an appropriate 
length. Interestingly, the number of participants reporting that they found the comments very easy 
to read increased sharply from about 10% after Lesson 5 to about 43% after Lesson 9. This may 
be attributable to the fact that the comments were written in the same style every week and the 
participants were simply getting more used to reading them. However, in the responses to the first 
questionnaire, many participants stated that using various colours and font sizes would make the 
comments easier to read. Therefore, from Lesson 6 onwards, I increased the font size of the titles. 
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I also used a red font to highlight all of the titles and key advice points. In the Lesson 9 
questionnaire, several participants commented that they liked this change, so this may also account 
for the steep rise in students finding the comments easier to read. 
 
Table 7. Question 7 - ‘How useful are the comments to help you to prepare for classes?’ 
 
 Very Useful Useful A little useful Not useful 
Lesson 5 3 (14.3%) 16 (76.2%) 2 (9.5%) 0 (0%) 
Lesson 9 5 (23.8%) 14 (66.7%) 2 (9.5%) 0 (0%) 
Lesson 14 8 (44.4%) 8 (44.4%) 2 (11.1%) 0 (0%) 
 
The results for question 7 indicate that the vast majority of students found the comments beneficial 
for classes, with around 90% of students responding that the comments were either useful or very 
useful in preparing for classes throughout the course. These results may suggest that the other 
principles of persuasion used in this study were also effective, namely clearly explaining the 
benefits of your proposition (Berkowitz 2014), and repeating the message multiple times to ensure 
retention (Hogg & Vaughan 1998). Participants echoed these messages repeated in every lesson 
in their responses to the open-ended question, indicating that many of these messages had been 
understood and retained. Examples include ‘I could remember the points from the previous lesson’, 
‘I learnt how to use the functions in the flow of a discussion’, and ‘I could check the things I had 
to do next week’. Interestingly, the number of participants reporting that they found the comments 
very useful increased steadily throughout the semester from 14% after Lesson 5 to 44% after 
Lesson 14. This could be due to students gradually appreciating the benefits of reading the 
comments over time. It could also be down to the fact that the comments became more useful as 
the number of functions increased over the course of the semester. However, I also noticed that 
many students said that they felt nervous before the first discussion test. Therefore, in lesson 8, I 
strongly emphasized the benefits of reading the comments to be prepared and confident for 
Discussion Test 2. In Lesson 12, I also prepared and distributed a printed checklist of things they 
could do to prepare for Discussion Test 3, including reading the class comments. This seemed to 
have a positive influence on the students’ attitudes toward the usefulness of the comments and 
was reflected in the questionnaires with several students writing that the comments were 
‘especially useful before the discussion test’.  
 
Implications 
This project was set up to investigate two things: firstly, the students’ attitudes towards using the 
EDC website and reading class comments; and secondly, how principles of persuasion, derived 
from social psychology research, might be utilized to more effectively encourage students to read 
the comments. Consequently, the results of this study raise several important implications for 
instructors to consider when attempting to motivate their students to read class comments.  
 Firstly, it seems that a large number of students are using mobile devices to check the EDC 
website. Whilst the students find the website generally clear and easy to access, there are some 
issues that may affect students’ motivation to check the website. The following considerations 
might be useful in reducing the potential difficulties for students using the EDC website on mobile 
devices. Firstly, using a larger font than the default font size might make it easier for students to 
read the comments on a smartphone. Next, instructors might want to develop some strategies to 
help their students to access the EDC website more easily to reduce the inconvenience that 
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students feel of logging in to the website. Finally, students should be made aware of the bugs 
highlighted in the previous section and given instructions on how to avoid them.  
 Secondly, the participants seemed to find the two-part format of the comments used in this 
study easy to read and useful in preparing for EDC classes. Whilst it is not necessary to follow 
this particular format, the following considerations should be taken into account when writing 
class comments. Firstly, whilst maintaining the principles of SMAP, comments should be as short 
and simple as possible in order to keep the time students spend reading the comments to a 
minimum. In addition, different font sizes and font colors should also be used to make the most 
important points of the comments more apparent. Finally, it might be useful for instructors to take 
some time to explain to the students about the way they structure their class comments at the start 
of the course so that students can more fully appreciate the benefits of reading them.  
 Finally, the principle of repetition seems to be an important factor in maintaining students’ 
motivation to read class comments. Consequently, instructors might want to consider creating a 
series of short repeatable messages that they can use in every lesson to maintain their students’ 
awareness of the benefits of reading the class comments. Additionally, printed checklists with clear 
action steps of what students should do after each class may also be useful in giving students an 
extra impetus to check the website, particularly before discussion tests. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The results of this study indicate that using principles of persuasion may have an impact in helping 
students to appreciate the benefits of reading the class comments and in encouraging students to 
check the website regularly. However, there are some points that could help to improve the validity 
of this study if it were to be repeated. Firstly, it is hard to judge how truthful the participants were 
being about how often they checked the website. As mentioned in the introduction, instructors 
have the ability to check the last time their students logged in to the website but there is no way 
to check if students actually read the comments or not. If there could be a way of confirming that 
the students had read the comments and the time they spent reading them, this would help to verify 
the students’ responses in the questionnaires. Secondly, it would be useful to have control groups 
to see whether there would be any differences between classes that followed the procedure used 
in this study and those that didn’t. However, this raises ethical issues of denying students 
procedures that may be beneficial to their education. Finally, as this study had an action research 
element to it, there were several changes to the procedure made during the study, such as giving 
students a preparation checklist before Discussion Test 3. There were also several findings made 
during the study that would have been useful to have known, such as the difficulties with using 
the EDC website. It would be good to repeat the study with all of this knowledge from the very 
start. 
As was mentioned in the introduction, students are very much able to fulfil the 
requirements of discussion classes without having to read the class comments. Therefore, it is easy 
to understand why some, or indeed many, students may have difficulty in appreciating the benefits 
that reading the class comments could have on their class performance and the development of the 
discussion skills. However, if the findings of this study and implications of the findings outlined 
above could be taken into consideration, instructors might be better able to persuade their students 
that reading the class comments is worth their valuable time. 
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APPENDIX – Example of comments using a two-part format from lesson 6 
 
Hello, 
This week we learnt a new function and shared many ideas about Traditional and New Media. Here 
is some feedback on today’s class. 
 
New function: Balancing Opinions (Advantages and disadvantages) 
Today we practiced balancing opinions in your discussions. This function can help you group to have 
better discussions in 2 ways: 
 Every topic has two sides. If you talk about the good points and the bad points of each topic, 
your discussions will be more balanced and interesting. 
 Try to ask for many advantages and many disadvantages. If you have many advantages and 
disadvantages you will be able to understand the topics more deeply. 
  
Today, you could think of many advantages and disadvantages of TV. For example: 
One advantage of SNS is that we can send and get information quickly. Another advantage of SNS 
is that we can share pictures with our friends and share our life experiences. One disadvantage 
of SNS is that we don't have privacy and many people can see our information. Another 
disadvantage of TV is that some people compare their friends' lives, this is pressure. 
  
Advice for a better discussion 
 
1) Gather everyone’s opinions before you start to discuss the advantages / disadvantages 
If you can gather everyone’s opinion at the start of your discussion, it will help you to start talking 
smoothly. For example: 
a) Why don’t we discuss “Is SNS good for student’s lives?” What does everyone think? 
b) I think that SNS is good for students’ lives. 
c) I agree with you. SNS is very useful. 
a) I see your point but I think that SNS has many bad points 
c) Ok. Most of us think that SNS is good so what are the advantages of SNS for university students 
  
2) Ask follow-up questions to everyone in your group 
When someone asks a follow-up question, try to quickly talk about the question with everyone in 
the group and then go back to the main discussion. 
If you do this, everyone can have many chances to express ideas in your discussion. For example: 
a) I think that one advantage of SNS is that you post picture and you can see what your friends are 
doing. 
b) Can I ask a question? How often do you use SNS every day? 
a) I think that I send about 4 or 5 tweets every day. I sometimes upload pictures when I go to a nice 
restaurant. How about you? 
b) I don’t use SNS so much but I sometimes upload pictures when I go on a trip on Facebook. Are 
there any other advantages or disadvantages of SNS? 
  
Homework 
Read Lesson 7 – Media 2 – Advertising 
Learn the Balancing Opinions phrases in your textbook 
